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SIGNS OF DIGITAL DISTRESS: 
THE MOUNTAIN WEST 
Transportation & Infrastructure Fact Sheet No. 3 | February 2020 
Prepared by: Mary Blankenship, Caitlin J. Saladino, and William E. Brown, Jr. 
 
PURPOSE: 
This Fact Sheet examines the broadband services available and their subscription rates across major metro areas in the 
Mountain West, using the data and analysis found in “Signs of Digital Distress,” a report by the Brookings Institution.1 
WHAT IS BROADBAND? 
The term “broadband” can be used in a variety of ways, but usually refers to high-speed internet connection that is always 
available.2 Technologies like satellite, fiber, cable modem, powerlines, or digital subscriber lines (DSL) can all be considered 
broadband. The report focuses on wireline broadband, which include DSL and fiber-based broadband services. DSL 
transits data using the traditional copper telephone lines already installed and fiber-based technologies, which convert 
electrical signals carrying data into light and provide greater internet speeds.3 
WHY IS BROADBAND IMPORTANT? 
Our nation is increasingly dependent on technological innovation. These advancements continue to alter everything from 
manufacturing processes to retail shopping, with greater rates of shopping occurring online. Educational advances, including 
the development of virtual classrooms, and telemedicine that makes long distance medical care possible are transforming 
lives. The backbone that makes it possible to not only develop but sustain these vast of innovations is broadband. Wireline 
broadband also accounts for the majority of cellular data, providing Wi-Fi for smartphones. Higher broadband adoption 
rates indicate higher per capita incomes across the nation. Unfortunately, not everyone has internet access and therefore 
individuals with limited or restricted access to immerging technologies are part of a digital divide in the United States. 
BROADBAND AVAILABILITY AND SUBSCTIPTION RATES: 
The report utilizes the availability of broadband, which is the geographical coverage of internet services, and the subscription 
rates by the census tract population using data from the Federal Communications Committee and the American 
Community Survey. Broadband subscription is a greater challenge than its availability, and the United States has some of 
the highest fees for broadband services when compared to other nations.  
In order to increase the subscription rate by 10 percent, prices for broadband need to decrease by 15 percent.4 A census 
residential block is considered “covered” if at least half of its residents have the option to purchase a minimum of one 
wireline broadband service. The largest gaps of internet availability exist within rural America – with rural residents 
accounting for half of the population without access to broadband. These rural areas are mostly located in the South and 
West. 
WHAT CAN BE DONE TO DECREASE THE DIGITAL DIVIDE? 
At the local and state level, collaborations between the metropolitan and rural areas is essential for efficient solutions. 
Legislators can foster adoption programs and funding streams that fit the regional needs and potentially eliminate both the 
                                                 
1 Tomer, A., Kneebone, E., & Shivaran, R. (2017 September). Signs of Digital Distress. The Brookings Institution.  
https://www.brookings.edu/research/signs-of-digital-distress-mapping-broadband-availability/ 
2 Ibid. 
3 See https://www.fcc.gov/general/types-broadband-connections 
4 See report  
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lack of availability and expensive subscription rates. A more tech-based course of action that can be taken is considering 
the adoption of wireless and satellite provided internet. 
KEY FINDINGS: 
1. Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise has the highest rank of broadband access in the Mountain West. This rank is 
defined by both the availability of broadband access and subscription rates to high-speed internet.  
2. Salt Lake City is the only metro area with 100 percent coverage of high speed broadband services, although the 
metro has lower subscription rates. 
3. Albuquerque has the highest share of low subscription to broadband services while Salt Lake City has the lowest 
over all share. 
Table 1 shows the availability and subscription rates of each metropolitan area in the Mountain West. The “z-score” of 
each variable is essentially a statistical measure used to describe how far away the value is from the average (the distribution 
of availability and subscription scores). The “subscription GINI” separates the subscription rates into quintiles and gives 
the correlation between high-subscription rates and population. Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise has the highest combined 
score of availability and subscription rates while Tucson ranks lowest in the Mountain West. Salt Lake City is the only 
metropolitan area that provides complete high-speed internet coverage.  
 
TABLE 1: BROADBAND AVAILABILITY AND SUBSCTIPTION RATES  
IN THE MOUNTAIN WEST 
Metro 
Metro 
Availability 
at 25 Mbps 
Availability 
Z-Score % 
Subscription 
GINI 
Subscription 
Z-Score % 
Combined 
Score 
Rank 
Las Vegas-Henderson-
Paradise, NV 
99.6% 77.8% 0.43 50.7% 1.28 32 
Salt Lake City, UT 100.0% 81.3% 0.42 44.9% 1.26 38 
Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, 
CO 
98.8% 70.9% 0.43 48.2% 1.19 42 
Provo-Orem, UT 97.6% 58.9% 0.36 24.6% 0.84 63 
Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, 
AZ 
96.1% 41.3% 0.41 42.0% 0.83 64 
Albuquerque, NM 99.5% 77.5% 0.24 3.1% 0.81 68 
Ogden-Clearfield, UT 95.9% 40.1% 0.37 28.4% 0.68 76 
Tucson, AZ 96.3% 43.7% 0.36 21.8% 0.65 78 
 
Table 2 shows the percentage of a metros population with low rates of broadband subscriptions. Albuquerque has the 
highest rate of low rate of subscription at 56.0 percent while Salt Lake City has the lowest at 9.0 percent. While Las 
Vegas-Henderson-Paradise has an overall highest availability-subscription ranking, its population has low subscription rate 
at 13.7 percent within how census defines neighborhoods.  
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TABLE 2: SHARE OF LOW BROADBAND SUSCRIPTION RATES IN 
MOUNTAIN WEST MSA’S 
Metro 
Share of Population 
With Low Subscription 
Rates  
Albuquerque, NM 56.0% 
Tucson, AZ 26.5% 
Provo-Orem, UT 23.5% 
Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, AZ 17.1% 
Ogden-Clearfield, UT 16.6% 
Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise, NV 13.7% 
Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO 9.9% 
Salt Lake City, UT 9.0% 
 
A heat map of the neighborhood subscription rates in Las Vegas-Henderson-Paradise metropolitan area is shown in Figure 
1, taken from the Brookings Institution’s website. The highest subscription rates are present in the high income areas of 
the metro while the lowest subscription areas are present in the peripheral regions and neighborhoods with elevated poverty 
rates.  
FIGURE 1: NEIGHBORHOOD SUBSCRIPTION RATES IN  
LAS VEGAS HENDERSON-PARADISE MSA 
 
